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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you moving out?” Maggie Mission questioned her best friend and business partner when they met at the back door of Dogwood Donuts early Sunday morning. Ruby Cobb smiled sheepishly when she was discovered pulling a small garden wagon full of the normal baking flour they used.

      “No, I’m not moving.” Ruby chuckled.

      “You’ve got about a hundred and fifty pounds of flour here,” Maggie said. “Typically, we move this stuff in and not out.”

      “Yeah, well, I was trying to do this without anyone else noticing,” Ruby admitted.

      “What are you doing?” Maggie asked, bemused.

      “Replacing the old baking flour with a new variety I found,” Ruby said.

      “I have so many questions,” Maggie said. “For one, why are you replacing the flour? And secondly, why is it a secret?”

      Ruby sighed and rested the wagon handle against the back of the building. “It’s a much better flour,” she said. “I found a distributor who will sell it in bulk.”

      “What’s so special about it?” Maggie asked.

      “That’s why I wanted to keep it a secret,” Ruby explained. “The new flour is a European blend. I found an Italian company who sells it to a warehouse here and worked out a good deal with them. I wanted to slip it into the kitchen without anyone else noticing just to see if the flour made a difference in our donuts and pastries.”

      “You could have told me about it,” Maggie said.

      “But then I wouldn’t have gotten your unbiased reaction.” Ruby shrugged.

      “Yes, but we could have tried it together and observed the reactions together,” Maggie said.

      Ruby nodded. “You’re right,” she said. “That’s probably how I should have done it.”

      “It’s not too late to do it that way.” Maggie grinned. “Myra, Naomi, and Josie never have to know.”

      “I wish we could repeat the same experiment in Hunter Springs,” Ruby said. “That would give us a real clear picture whether the additional expense of the flour is worth it.”

      “We could get Bradley in on it with us,” Maggie suggested.

      “Do you think he would be open to it?” Ruby asked.

      “You know my son,” Maggie said. “He’s eager to do anything that will help make a better product.”

      “I’ll give him a call,” Ruby said. “Maybe he’ll be willing to come to Dogwood Mountain and help us unload the bags.”

      “As long as one of us will keep Wyatt happy while he’s here, I don’t think he’ll mind one bit,” Maggie said. Ruby waited inside her office while Maggie called her son. Bradley Sharpe’s post Navy career had landed him in the kitchen of the donut shop’s sister location in Hunter Springs, Missouri, a slightly larger town about a half-hour drive from Dogwood Mountain.

      “I think I can help out with little Wyatt.” Ruby smiled. “It’s been a couple of weeks since I’ve seen him anyway.”

      “He’s such a chatterbox now,” Maggie said wistfully. “He seems to pay more attention to Brett these days than me, though.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re jealous of Papa Brett,” Ruby teased.

      “Just a little! I stopped by a couple of days ago after work to bring him some of those whoopie pies he loves so much,” Maggie said. “Do you know what he said?”

      “Where’s Papa?” Ruby asked.

      “Exactly,’” Maggie said, shaking her head. “He didn’t even care about the whoopie pies.”

      “That had to hurt.”

      “Believe me, it did,” Maggie complained.

      “Well, we could fix that right now,” Ruby said.

      “How would we do that?”

      “By making some homemade whoopie pies and inviting Bradley and Wyatt here to try them,” Ruby suggested. “Then we can make a believer out of Bradley at the same time.”

      “Let’s do it,” Maggie agreed.

      “Wonderful,” Ruby said. “Let’s start by moving one of these fifty-pound bags of the European flour into the kitchen. We’ll make up the whoopie pies and ask Bradley to stop by in an hour or so.”

      “You go on and call him. I’ll get the old flour out of the way and meet you in the kitchen.” Maggie picked up the wagon handle and moved the small rig toward Ruby’s truck. She lifted the first bag and thought about her son and her county sheriff husband. Between the two of them, she rarely had to look too hard for help with heavy things. She returned to the donut shop and pulled the backdoor open just as Ruby was heading back out.

      “We need to get busy on those whoopie pies,” Ruby said.

      “Is Bradley already on his way?” Maggie asked.

      “He’ll be here in an hour with Wyatt in tow,” Ruby said. “He’s also very interested in the European flour.”

      “You told him about it?”

      “I had to tell him something. He wanted to know why I’d invite him here to try something new on a Sunday afternoon. He knows that’s not how we usually do things, and he was immediately suspicious.”

      “I guess we’d better get baking, then,” Maggie said with a smile.

      “I’m one step ahead of you,” Ruby said. “I already set out a few ingredients and preheated the oven.” She held the backdoor open for Maggie and let her inside.

      Maggie spotted the new flour sacks on the floor beneath the baker’s table in the kitchen. She moved around to the far side of the table and waited for Ruby to get started. She watched as Ruby measured the flour and poured it into a bowl. She added cocoa, salt, baking powder, and baking soda then sifted the mixture together.

      With the countertop stand mixer, Maggie creamed softened butter, granulated sugar, brown sugar, and vanilla together for three minutes. She added eggs and processed the mixture until it was fluffy and creamy. Ruby smiled as she added the dry ingredients.

      “I need something to measure this out with,” Ruby announced after the batter was thoroughly mixed.

      “Hang on,” Maggie told her. “I have an idea.” She rushed to the storage room and fished around in a large plastic tote filled with random utensils she had collected over the years. When she returned, she waved a metal ice scream scoop in the air.

      “That’s perfect,” Ruby said. She began scooping the batter out and placing it on baking sheets lined with silicone mats.

      “How long do we bake these?” Maggie asked. She didn’t want to admit that it had been many years since she had attempted the traditional dessert on her own.

      “About as long as it will take for you to mix that cream cheese and butter together for the filling,” Ruby said. “Oh, and don’t forget about the vanilla.”

      “Way ahead of you.” Maggie turned the mixer on and watched the paddle attachment whip the softened cream cheese and butter together.

      Ruby removed the baking sheets from the oven a few minutes later. She carefully placed the whoopie pies on the cooling rack and waited for Maggie to finish the filling. As soon as the pies cooled, they worked together to fill and assemble the pies.

      “Looks like I’m just in time,” Bradley said when he stepped into the kitchen. He set his small son on the floor and laughed while Wyatt squealed and made a quick run toward Ruby.

      “Aunt Ruby,” Wyatt shouted, jumping into her arms.

      “And once again, Mimi is chopped liver,” Maggie said, shaking her head.

      “That’s not true,” Ruby said, hugging the small child to her chest. “You love your Mimi, don’t you?”

      Wyatt ignored her question and reached toward the baker’s table.

      “Why don’t we go into the dining room, and I’ll bring a platter in for everyone to enjoy?” Maggie suggested.

      “I’ll make sure we all have something to drink,” Ruby said, setting Wyatt back down. “Including you.”

      “Chocolate milk, please,” the youngster requested.

      “Only a little,” Bradley said. “I don’t need you filled up on sugar this late in the day.”

      Maggie picked up a small platter from the storage room shelf and returned to the baker’s table. She arranged a half dozen whoopie pies on one side and added a small stack of plates on the other. She pushed her way through the swinging door between the kitchen and dining room. “Here we are,” she sang as she walked toward the large table where everyone sat.

      “Those look amazing,” Bradley said. Maggie set the platter down and passed out the whoopie pies. She took her seat while Bradley helped himself, then placed a single pie on a napkin in front of Wyatt.

      “I’d rather not break any dishes today.”

      “Have you broken many dishes lately, son?” Maggie asked.

      Bradley said nothing but pointed toward the little boy next to him. Wyatt was enraptured by the cream filling. He pushed a pudgy finger into the center of the whoopie pie and smiled before he put his finger in his mouth.

      “I think that’s one vote for yes,” Ruby said.

      Bradley took a careful bite next. He raised his eyebrows and helped himself to a second bite. “That’s good,” he said. “That’s very, very good.”

      “Is it the filling that’s good?” Ruby asked. “Or can you tell a difference in the cake itself?”

      “As always, the entire thing is a masterpiece, but the cake itself is noticeably different. It’s light and fluffy, but still holds up structurally,” Bradley said.

      “Can you imagine if anyone else heard us use those terms to describe a dessert pastry?” Maggie laughed. “Anyone outside of our industry would think we were insane to describe the structure of a cake.”

      “Anyone else wouldn’t know how to determine if that pastry was worthy of a spot in the display case,” Bradley pointed out.

      “True,” Maggie said.

      “Okay, Bradley,” Ruby said. “Tell me honestly. Can you tell a difference between this and our usual flour?”

      Bradley nodded emphatically as he bit into his second whoopie pie. “Absolutely,” he said around a mouthful. “We need to order several bags for each location right away.”

      “The good news is that I already have ten bags in my truck,” Ruby said. “I’ll help you bring five in here and we’ll put the rest of it in the back of your car.”

      “Deal.” Bradley nodded. “Mom, can you keep Wyatt in here with you?”

      “Of course,” Maggie said. She smiled and whisked a dollop of cream filling off the little boy’s cheek as Ruby and Bradley headed to the back.

      “Mimi,” Wyatt said, pointing at the door behind her. “What is it?”

      “What is what?” Maggie asked, turning around. She studied the front door of the donut shop for a moment, but an empty parking lot and the food truck on the other end were all she could see. “There’s nothing out there, buddy.”

      “No, down,” Wyatt said and pointed toward the door again. Maggie stood up for a closer look. She spotted a small envelope sticking out from beneath the front door.

      “I don’t know what it is.” She squatted down to retrieve the envelope then went back to the table and sat down beside Wyatt. Nothing was written on the front of the white envelope. She turned it over to examine the back. “It looks like a greeting card.”

      “I forgot my keys,” Ruby said when she returned to the front. “Hey, what do you have there?”

      “This envelope was stuck under the door,” Maggie said, raising the envelope for Ruby to see. “Wyatt saw it first.”

      “Who’s it from?”

      “I don’t know,” Maggie said. “Nothing is written on it.”

      “I guess you could just open it,” Ruby suggested.

      Yeah,” Maggie said, feeling uncomfortable. She slipped her finger under the flap of the envelope and slowly ripped it open. She pulled the card out and turned it over.

      “What does it say?”

      “Missing You,” Maggie said. She opened the card and gasped.

      “What is it?” Ruby asked, suddenly concerned.

      “There’s no writing. Only letters cut out.”

      “How cliché,” Ruby said. “Just like on TV.”

      “Yeah, only I’ve never received a card like this,” Maggie said. She turned the card around for Ruby to read.

      “I know what you’ve done, Maggie Sharpe,” Ruby read aloud. “What on earth is that about?”

      “What’s going on in here? You disappeared on me,” Bradley said when he pushed through the swinging door.

      “Your mother received a very mysterious card,” Ruby announced.

      “Another one?”

      “Have you seen something like this before?” Maggie asked.

      Bradley returned to his seat and nodded. “I got one of those a couple of days ago in Hunter Springs.”

      “At the donut shop or your house?” Maggie’s eyes widened and her heart pounded.

      “At the shop,” Bradley said. “It was shoved under the door.”

      “That’s where we found this one,” Maggie said.

      “What did that one say?” Ruby asked. She handed the card over to Bradley and waited while he read the message inside.

      Bradley flipped the card over to the back and pointed out a dozen words scrawled on the bottom of the card over the price. “It didn’t say anything like this. Mine just said, Thinking of You.”

      “Thief, Liar, Fake,” Ruby read the words aloud that she and Maggie hadn’t noticed before. “Whoever sent this seems to have a real problem with you.”
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      After the remaining bags of European flour were unloaded from Ruby’s truck and placed in the storage room, Maggie packed up a box of the chocolate whoopie pies and headed home. Brett was due home around six and she wanted to surprise him with a treat.

      “Make sure you get his opinion, too,” Ruby reminded her.

      “Oh, trust me, he’ll have an opinion and will have no problem sharing it,” Maggie said.

      “That sounds like Brett,” Bradley said with a smile.

      “Papa Brett?” Little Wyatt yawned and peered up at his dad.

      The house was empty when Maggie returned home. She set the doughnut box on the kitchen table and retrieved two steaks from the refrigerator. As was their Sunday night ritual, she fired up the grill and began cooking the steaks.

      “That smells amazing,” Brett said when he got home. He slowly unfolded himself from the front seat of his official sheriff’s department truck and stood next to it for a moment, stretching his back and bending side to side.

      “Long day?” Maggie asked.

      “Long day of sitting behind a desk filling out reports,” Brett complained. “I think my days out in the field running after bad guys are better than that.”

      “I’m not complaining,” Maggie said. “Desks don’t tend to shoot back.”

      “Point taken, honey,” Brett said. He disappeared inside the house and returned a few minutes later dressed in comfortable clothes. Maggie pulled the steaks off the grill and set them on a plate to rest. “I am so hungry right now. Who knew sitting behind a desk all day could cause me to work up such an appetite?”

      “Wait until you see what I have for dessert,” Maggie said with a grin.

      “Oh, you mean one of these?” Brett opened his hand to reveal a stolen whoopie pie.

      “You weren’t supposed to get one yet,” Maggie said, tossing a kitchen towel in his direction.

      “You need to find a better hiding place for them, then.” Brett popped the entire whoopie pie in his mouth.

      “You look like Wyatt did this afternoon,” Maggie said, shaking her head.

      Brett’s eyes brightened. “You saw Wyatt today? When did you see him?” he asked.

      “Bradley and Wyatt came to the donut shop while Ruby and I were there,” she said, careful not to give away too much information just yet.

      “That’s not fair,” Brett said, frowning. “You got to see my little buddy without me?”

      “What did you think of the whoopie pie?” Maggie asked, eager to hear his thoughts.

      “It was good,” Brett said. “Actually, it was really, really good. Did you do something different?”

      “Does it taste like we did something different?” Maggie asked.

      “I can’t put my finger on it,” Brett admitted. “But it just tastes better.”

      “That’s what we were going for,” Maggie said. “Ruby switched up the flour and wanted to try it without telling anyone.”

      “How do you switch up flour?” Brett asked. “Isn’t all flour the same?”

      “It’s fairly similar, but this is something we’ve never tried before. It’s a special European type.”

      “That’s interesting,” Brett said.

      Maggie tossed her head back and laughed out loud. “Okay, it’s not that interesting, but that’s why Bradley and Wyatt came by. He’s going to try it at the Hunter Springs shop as well.”

      “What happens if everyone likes it?” Brett asked. “European flour sounds expensive.”

      “If everyone has the same reaction, we’ll be switching,” Maggie said. “It is more expensive, but a better product is worth it in the long run.”

      “That makes sense.” Brett nodded. “But after all this food talk, I’m really ready to eat our dinner now.”

      Maggie laughed and headed inside with the plate of steaks. She removed the whoopie pies from the middle of the table and placed them on the counter. They dined on steaks and mashed potatoes and the salad she had made earlier in the day.

      “That was well worth coming home to,” Brett said when he pushed away from the table.

      “Worth enough for you to do the dishes?”

      Brett stood up and walked around the table. He pulled her up from her chair and circled her in his arms. “I’d be happy to.”

      Maggie decided to take advantage of the time while Brett was busy in the kitchen. She picked up an empty wicker basket from the laundry room and went around the house collecting odds and ends for a load of laundry. She moved from their bedroom to the far side of the house and passed by the front door twice before she noticed the white envelope wedged under it.

      “Are you kidding?” Just like before, there was no name written anywhere on the envelope.

      Brett walked into the living room, drying his hands on a towel. “What is that?”

      “Someone shoved it under the front door,” Maggie said. She turned it over and tore the envelope open, pulling the card out. Slowly, she opened the card and gasped.

      “What is it?” Brett demanded. He crossed the floor and stood behind her, peering at the card.

      Same as the card from the donut shop, someone had taken the time to cut letters out of magazines and arrange them in a message. “I Know What You Did.”

      Maggie turned the card over. She looked at the bottom and noticed more words written in blue ink. “Liar. Thief.”

      “Give me that,” Brett said, taking the card from her. He examined every inch of it, then rushed to the front door, pulling it open. He stood outside on the porch for a moment looking up and down the road. “Did you see anyone?”

      Maggie shook her head. “I didn’t see anyone this time or the last,” she said slowly.

      “Please tell me you aren’t saying this wasn’t the first note?” Brett asked. He slammed the door shut and stood in front of her.

      “There was another one, earlier today,” Maggie explained.

      “Where?”

      “At the donut shop,” Maggie said. “It’s still in my car.”

      “I need to see it,” Brett said.

      Maggie nodded and headed through the kitchen and out the back door. She unlocked her car and retrieved the note from the passenger seat. In the distance, a dog barked. Maggie looked around, suddenly aware of her surroundings.

      “Here it is,” Maggie said, handing it to him. Brett stood just outside the back door.

      “Was this in the front door of the donut shop?” he asked.

      Maggie nodded her head. “Bradley got one at the Hunter Springs shop, too” she said. “Only that one wasn’t quite as bad.”

      “You mean to tell me you have received three mysterious cards over the past several hours and you just now remembered to tell me?” Brett’s eyes flashed with anger.

      Maggie slowly nodded her head. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      Brett stood quietly for a moment. He held both cards in his hands looking back and forth between them. “We need to go to the donut shop right now,” he announced.

      “Right now? Why?” Maggie asked.

      “I want to take a look at the security camera footage from the front of the building, and I don’t want to waste another second.”

      Maggie stood behind Brett with her hands on his shoulders, while he sat at her desk in the office at the donut shop. She watched as he expertly opened the laptop they used with the outdoor security cameras. He moved the wireless mouse around on the pad until he brought up the footage from earlier in the day.

      Maggie’s eyes were glued to the screen as she watched several moments of boring footage of the front of her donut shop. Brett fast forwarded the footage and watched closely. A little while later, they spotted a jogger heading down the road in front of the church across the street.

      Thinking nothing of it, Maggie pulled her eyes away from the screen for a moment. When she felt Brett’s body stiffen, she turned and watched the screen again. This time, the jogger, whose face was obscured by the hood of his gray sweatshirt, headed across the parking lot.

      “I think this is our guy,” Brett said. Maggie said nothing but continued to watch as the jogger slowed his pace to a walk and stepped up on the sidewalk. His face was still shrouded when he pulled an envelope out of the pouch of his sweatshirt, bent over, and jammed it under the front door.

      “Looks like that’s definitely our guy,” Maggie said.

      “Yeah, but it sure doesn’t help us much,” Brett declared. He sighed and sat back in the seat. “You can’t see his face at all.”

      “He does seem a little overdressed for jogging in the afternoon,” Maggie said. In addition to the heavy sweatshirt, the jogger wore black gloves. His jogging pants were loose fitting, making it difficult to tell his actual body size.

      “All we really have to go on is the fact that the guy is tall,” Brett said. He moved the mouse again rewinding the tape. He stopped the footage and paused the frame on a still of the man crossing the parking lot. “He looks to be over six feet tall.”

      “I have no idea who it is, and I have no idea why he would be shoving cards with strangely written messages under my front door.”

      “What did Bradley’s card say?” Brett asked.

      “Thinking Of You,” Maggie answered. “There were no scary words or anything.”

      “So, we have one of the cards written with a benign message, and two more with cryptic, somewhat threatening words pasted on,” Brett said.

      “Do you think there’s anything to this?” Maggie asked. “I mean, should I be worried, or do you think it’s just a prank or something?”

      “Honestly, I have no idea, but I’m going to take these cards and do some digging.”

      “I don’t have the card Bradley received,” Maggie told him.

      “That’s okay,” Brett said. “I’m sure I can get that fairly quickly.” He pulled his phone out and pressed it to his ear.
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      “There’s something different about the dough this morning,” Myra Sawyer Macklin declared from the baker’s table. She picked up a section of the cinnamon roll dough she was working out on the table.

      Maggie shot a knowing glance across the kitchen to Ruby. “What do you mean by different?”

      Myra shook her head. “I don’t know how to describe it,” she said. “It’s just lighter than normal.”

      “That’s interesting,” Ruby said.

      “I noticed the same thing, too,” Naomi Gardner said from the other side of the kitchen. She stood over the automatic donut machines as they worked through a cycle. She picked up a heart donut from the cooling tray and broke it apart. “These donuts just feel like they’re better.” She popped a small piece in her mouth.

      “Do they taste any different?” Myra asked.

      Naomi nodded her head vigorously. “Oh, they do,” she said after chewing for a moment. “These are the best donuts we’ve ever made.”

      “Okay, what gives?” Myra asked Maggie and Ruby. She folded her arms over her chest and waited for their response.

      “What are you talking about?” Ruby asked.

      “For one thing, neither of you have uttered a word in reaction to what Naomi just said. Normally, if anyone compliments one of our donuts, the two of you are the first to rush in and try it for yourselves.”

      “That’s true,” Naomi said. “What’s going on here?”

      “Well, we might have switched the flour without telling anyone,” Ruby said.

      “You switched the flour?” Naomi repeated. “Switched it to what?”

      “European flour,” Ruby said. “I’ve always wanted to try it, but the cost was never worth it. However, I found an Italian distributor who made us quite a deal, and I couldn’t pass it up.”

      “You knew about this, too?” Myra asked Maggie.

      “Let’s just say I discovered Ruby in the act yesterday.”

      “Are we going to tell people?” Myra asked.

      Ruby quickly shook her head. “No, and that’s the point,” she said. “We need to pay special attention to any reaction from our customers. We want to see if others notice, and that will determine whether this is going to be a good change or not.”

      “What about Hunter Springs?” Naomi asked. “Is Bradley going to do the same thing?”

      “He’s doing the same thing today,” Maggie said. “He was here yesterday when we tried it out for the first time.”

      “What did you make?” Myra asked.

      “Chocolate whoopie pies,” Ruby said.

      “Is that why there’s a container of whoopie pies in the cooler this morning?” Myra asked.

      Ruby nodded. “I planned to give the two of you a sample of those before we opened,” Ruby said. “That’s when I was going to tell you about the flour.”

      “I’m glad we know,” Myra said. “I would have gone the entire day thinking there was something wrong with the fryer if people made comments about the donuts being different.”

      “What’s different about the donuts?” Orson Hawley demanded from the back door. The older man stood in front of them glaring at each of them. He was a cross between a regal king staring at his subjects and a frustrated father giving his children the stink eye.

      “Why don’t you try one for yourself and tell me what you think?” Ruby suggested. She shared a knowing look with each of the women in the kitchen as she walked to the cooling rack and removed a chocolate donut. She handed it to Orson and waited while he found a seat on a stool next to the prep table.

      “That is really good.” He appeared surprised at his own declaration. “Why would this be good?”

      “Jeez. And here I thought you enjoyed our donuts.” Maggie rolled her eyes.

      Orson shook his head. “That’s not what I meant,” he said. “I’m wondering why these are extra good this morning. Did you do something different?”

      “We tried a different type of flour,” Ruby explained.

      “How come?” Orson asked just before he shoved the rest of the donut in his mouth.

      “Because it makes them better,” Maggie said.

      “You didn’t need to make them better,” Orson argued with his mouth full. “The donuts are perfect the way they are.”

      “But the new donuts are even better than before,” Ruby said. “Isn’t that what you just said?”

      Orson nodded. He finished chewing and cleared his throat. “These donuts are definitely better,” he said at last. “But that doesn’t mean you need to go monkeying around with the recipe. I like the way things are around here already.”

      “We get that,” Myra said. “But you don’t work here anymore, remember? We have to make choices sometimes.”

      “Oh, I get it,” Orson said. “Just because I had to retire, you no longer see fit to include me in any major decisions. I might as well just go back home and lie on the couch.”

      “No one is saying that,” Maggie said, going after him as he walked off into the dining room.

      “Don’t chase him,” Myra said softly.

      “Why not?” Maggie asked.

      “Is something going on with him?” Ruby asked. “Has he been to the doctor recently? Is he sick?” Although Orson lived with Myra and Brooks, he was a father or grandfather figure to everyone around the donut shop, including the Hunter Springs location.

      “Nothing that we know of,” Myra said. “It seems he’s having a hard time with change in general, though.”

      “Maybe we could find a way to involve him more in changes that we make around here?” Maggie suggested.

      “Absolutely,” Ruby agreed. “Maybe we should bring him back in here to talk before we open.”

      “It’s always good to know how much you ladies like to talk about me when I’m not around,” Orson said.

      Maggie looked up in shock. Orson had quietly returned to the kitchen doorway. “Here. This came for you.”

      He carried a white envelope over to the baker’s table and plopped it down in front of Maggie. She stared at the envelope for a long moment.

      “Aren’t you going to open it?” Myra asked.

      Maggie ignored her question and stared hard at Orson. “Did someone give this to you?” she yelled.

      Orson’s hands flew up in front of his chest. “Whoa, whoa,” he said. “What’s going on with you? It’s just an envelope.”

      “Orson,” Maggie said. “Did someone hand this to you?”

      “Oh, no. Is this a repeat of yesterday?” Ruby asked.

      “What are you two talking about?” Naomi asked, hands on her hips.

      “A mysterious card was delivered here yesterday,” Ruby explained. “Someone shoved it under the front door.”

      “And another one was delivered to my son in Hunter Springs,” Maggie said. “A third was left under my front door.”

      “At your house?” Ruby asked. “You didn’t tell me that!”

      “I’ve been trying to put it out of my head,” Maggie admitted. “Brett sort of freaked out about it. He took the cards I had with him to work this morning and said he was turning them over to the lab for processing or something.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing that Brett is aware of everything going on,” Ruby said.

      “It is, but there’s also something unsettling about his level of worry.”

      “Why don’t you just open the card?” Myra asked.

      Orson sighed. “Yes, you should open it. And to answer your question, I saw the envelope when I went out to grab the newspaper. It was by the front door. I didn’t see who left it, and I have no idea who dropped it there.”

      “Maybe I should call Brett first,” Maggie said.

      “That’s a good idea,” Ruby said.

      “Yeah, yeah, I guess you’re right,” Orson said. He resumed his seat on the stool by the prep table and folded his arms.

      Maggie took his body language as a signal to make the phone call now rather than later. She walked down the small hallway to her office and picked up her cell phone.

      “What’s going on, honey?” Brett asked as soon as he picked up the phone.

      “We got another one.” She didn’t even have to explain what she meant. “Orson brought it to me. He found it outside the front door.”

      “What did this one say?” Brett asked. Maggie could hear the strain in his voice.

      “I don’t know yet,” she said. “I thought I should call you before I opened it.”

      “Is it just like the others?” Brett asked.

      “Exactly like the others,” Maggie said. “Should I just wait?”

      “Can you hang on for a second? I’m going to put you on hold and give Brooks a call.”

      “What’s going on?” Ruby whispered from the doorway.

      “I’m on hold right now,” Maggie said. “Brett wanted to call Brooks.” She held up her index finger to signal to Ruby that Brett had returned to their phone call.

      “Brooks is going to be there in less than five minutes,” Brett said. “Put the envelope on your desk and don’t touch it again. He’s going to come through the back door.”

      “Okay.” She placed the envelope on top of her desk and backed away as if she was running away from a bomb. She hated to admit how good it felt to leave the envelope on the desk.

      “I’d be there myself if I could, but I’m in the middle of a situation. Don’t do anything with the envelope until Brooks tells you otherwise.”

      “Thank you,” Maggie said. She ended the phone call and pushed her phone into the pocket of her apron.

      “What’s going on now?” Orson grumbled when Maggie returned to the kitchen.

      “We’re waiting on Brooks,” Maggie announced. She glanced at Myra. “He’ll be coming through the back door in just a few minutes. Brett instructed me to leave the envelope on my desk and not touch it again. I’m not sure what Brooks is going to do, but Brett was pretty clear.”

      “That makes me feel a little bit better,” Ruby admitted.

      “Are these cards threatening or what?” Naomi asked.

      “I’m not sure to be honest,” Maggie said. “But they are strange, and I wish I knew what this person wanted with me.”

      “You might regret that statement,” Orson said.

      There was a small knock on the back door. Brooks Macklin pushed it open and nodded to Maggie and Ruby. “Looks like you received another mysterious card,” he said.

      “Did you already know about this?” Myra asked her husband.

      “Just since this morning,” Brooks said. “Brett called me on his way to work.”

      “It’s in there, on my desk,” Maggie said, pointing to the office.

      “Orson, do you want to give me a hand?” Brooks asked. Orson’s eyes widened. His face lit up immediately and he slid off the stool. He said nothing but followed the police chief down the hall to Maggie’s office.

      Ruby stood next to Maggie just outside of the office door. Naomi and Myra stood behind them watching the men as they worked. Brooks donned a pair of sterile latex gloves he removed from a small kit in his messenger bag. He handed a small camera over to Orson with the instructions to video everything he did.

      Maggie saw how excited Orson was to lend a hand. If the situation hadn’t been so ominous, she would have taken a photo of him videotaping the process, but her heart raced too fast in her chest for her to have thought of it in time. She felt Ruby’s hand circle her own as Brooks dusted the front and back of the envelope for fingerprints.

      “I imagine some of these prints belong to Maggie and Orson,” Brooks explained. He pressed a piece of tape firmly on each fingerprint and lifted it up, then dropped each piece into a separate bag. “I want everyone to take one step back. That includes you, Orson. If there’s anything in this envelope, I don’t want anyone breathing it in.”

      “What about you?” Orson muttered.

      “I’ve got it covered,” Brooks said, pulling a mask out of his kit. He placed the mask on his face and secured the straps around his ears. He picked up a letter opener and carefully slid it along the top of the envelope. Maggie held her breath as he pushed the sides of the envelope together, widening it so he could peek inside. Brooks shook the envelope back and forth for a second then pulled out the card.

      “I don’t see anything suspicious in the envelope itself,” he announced after a second. “But that doesn’t mean we need to get sloppy. Everyone, stay back for a moment.” Brooks then carefully opened the card and scanned the contents.

      “What does it say?” Maggie asked.

      “Did the rest of them look like this?” Brooks asked, avoiding her question. He held the card open for her to see. Once again, the sender had cut out letters from various publications and glued them to the center of the card.

      “Yes,” Maggie said.

      “What does it say?” Ruby asked at this time.

      “I’ve Been Watching You, Maggie. And Now I’m Coming For You.”
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      Brooks left the donut shop with the card in his hand. Maggie felt the anxiety creeping up in her neck and shoulders. She stood against the wall outside of her office with her eyes closed. “Breathe,” she commanded herself. “I’m going to go work up front for a little while,” Maggie said, happy the shop was finally open so she could distract herself.

      “Who’s there right now?” Ruby called over her shoulder.

      “Myra,” Naomi said. “She went out there after Brooks left.”

      “Don’t get mad at me for saying this.” Ruby hesitated. “I don’t think you need to be by yourself right now.”

      “I second that,” Orson shouted. “And since I’m the man around this place, I’m going to make sure you hold to that even if I have to stand outside of the ladies’ room while you go.”

      “Orson,” Naomi scolded. “I’m not sure that’s necessary.”

      “I think one of us needs to be around Maggie at all times,” Ruby said. “Although I do agree the bathroom is off limits.”

      “Well, she can just use the one back here,” Orson announced.

      “Can we stop debating where I go to the bathroom?” Maggie asked. “I’ll hang out with Myra up front, okay?”

      Maggie rushed into the front of the donut shop. She wanted nothing more than to stay busy. The truth was that the cards were beginning to weigh on her mind. More than that, she felt unsettled and wondered who might be leaving them. Had the cards appeared in the mail, she might feel a little bit better about them, but it bothered her that someone was close enough to leave them not only at her place of business but at her home as well.

      She was also rattled about the fact that a card had appeared at her son’s place of business. Whoever was sending the cards had to know enough about her that they knew Bradley was her son and Hunter Springs was his donut shop.

      “I’m not sure if it’ll make you feel any better, but I’ve had at least a dozen different people comment on how much they love the donuts today,” Myra said.

      “Did they say anything specifically about what they loved?”

      “Just that they taste better,” Myra said.

      Maggie smiled a broad, genuine smile. “That does make my day,” she said. “Thank you.”

      “Have you heard anything more about the cards?” Myra asked.

      Maggie shook her head. “Nothing yet, and I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”

      “I’m sure we’ll get to the bottom of it,” Myra said reassuringly. “I bet it’s just someone with a lot of time on their hands and not enough common sense to send them in the mail.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Maggie said. “I can’t even begin to think who might be doing this.”

      “I wish we had a better idea why,” Orson said loudly from the Old Timer’s table.

      “Orson, keep your voice down,” Myra hissed.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “I really don’t want word about this getting out to anyone else.” Maggie joined Orson at the table. Thankfully, he was the only one sitting there. “For what it’s worth, I agree with you. I wish I understood the motive behind all of this.”

      “I thought you didn’t want to talk about this,” Orson grumbled.

      “Come on,” Maggie said. She patted his arm. “I don’t want our customers to hear anything about it.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Orson said. “I get that, but maybe we should be asking questions.”

      “What questions do you want me to ask?”

      “Well, to start with, did anyone see anything? I mean, I didn’t see anything when I was up here, but that doesn’t mean there weren’t other people who saw whoever dropped the card off,” Orson said. “There were people waiting outside for us to open. They were in their vehicles, but you never know.”

      “How would we even know who was here or if they still are?”

      Orson pointed to a couple of tables close to the window. “Those people.” Maggie followed his direction and spotted an older couple seated by the front window. “I’ve seen them in here before and recognized their car.”

      “Let me go talk to them,” Maggie said.

      “Fine,” he said. “Knock yourself out.”

      Maggie said nothing more to Orson. She decided he was in a mood and was best left to his own devices. She grabbed a full coffee pot and planned on using it as an excuse to approach the couple. “Excuse me,” she said when she refilled the older man’s coffee. “This is going to sound strange, but did either of you see anyone approach the door with an envelope when you were waiting for the shop to open?”

      “No, I’m sorry,” the man said. “I didn’t see anyone. What about you, Ethel?”

      “I didn’t see anyone, either.”

      “Excuse me,” the woman at the next table said. “Forgive me for eavesdropping, but I might be able to help.”

      “Were you here just before we opened?” Maggie asked.

      “I was.”

      “And did you happen to see someone come to the door and drop something off?”

      “Well, it’s not easy to remember.” The woman sat straight up in her chair. Her blonde hair skimmed the tops of her shoulders. She was an attractive woman, likely in her upper fifties. “I do recall seeing someone carrying an envelope.”

      “Can you tell me what they looked like? Do you remember anything about what they were wearing?” Maggie asked. “Was that a man or a woman?”

      “Whoa, whoa,” the woman said. “Slow down with the questions.”

      “I’m sorry,” Maggie said. “It’s just important for me to know.”

      “Why? What’s going on?” the woman asked. “Were the cards threatening? Is a rival donut shop coming for you or something?” She snickered at her own attempt at a joke.

      “It’s a matter the police are handling.” Maggie forced a smile. “Like I said, if you can remember anything about the person who dropped it off, I would appreciate it very much.”

      “All I know is that a tall person, I assume it was a man, walked up here in a black jogging suit with a hood pulled up and dropped the card in front of the door,” the woman said. “I thought it was weird, but I didn’t say anything. I was busy on a phone call anyway, so it’s not like I was paying much attention to what you have going on here.”

      “Can I get your name?” Maggie asked. “That way if the police want to talk to you, they know who to get in touch with.”

      “I would rather not leave my name,” the woman said suddenly. She stood up and pushed her chair in. “I’m afraid this conversation is making me very uncomfortable. If you’ll excuse me, I have to be going.”

      Maggie watched helplessly as the woman made a beeline for the front door and continued to walk across the road toward the church.

      “I wish you hadn’t let her go so easily,” Orson said in her ear a moment later.

      “What did you expect me to do? I couldn’t hold her here,” Maggie said.

      “You should have asked her more questions,” he said.

      “She was already growing tired of the questions I did ask. I don’t see how more would have helped,” Maggie said. Orson’s criticism was beginning to get on her last nerve.

      “For one thing, why didn’t you ask her how she knew there was a card in that envelope?” Orson said.

      “Oh, my gosh,” Maggie said. “I didn’t even think about that.”

      “That’s not all,” Orson said. “She also asked a pretty specific question about whether or not the cards were threatening. How did she know there were cards, plural? It also seems rather odd that she would ask that question to begin with.”

      “Orson, you’re a genius,” Maggie said, planting a kiss on his cheek. “I need to go in the back and call Brooks right away.”

      “Hurry,” Orson urged. He grinned as he spoke. “Maybe someone can catch the woman before she disappears.”
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      “What did this woman look like?” Brooks asked her a short time later.

      Maggie gave her best description and hoped it was good enough.

      “And she headed across the street to the church?”

      “Right,” Maggie said. “I was waiting to see what car she got into, but she kept walking. She crossed the road and headed into the church parking lot. That’s the last I saw of her.”

      “Did anyone else hear what she had to say?” Brooks asked.

      “I’m sure there were a couple of people at nearby tables who did,” Maggie said. She held the phone to her ear and looked around the kitchen for any sign of Orson. “Orson did, too. He’s the one who heard her say what she did about the cards.” At first, she’d been annoyed he was keeping an eye on her rather than helping Ruby, but as it turned out, he might have been a huge help.

      “Have him give me a call,” Brooks instructed. “I’d like to get a description from him, as well.”

      “Are you sending anyone out to look for her?” Maggie asked.

      “They’re already on their way,” Brooks said.

      Maggie ended the phone call and headed back to the front where Orson remained at his table. She asked him to call Brooks as soon as possible and indicated to Myra that she was going back into the kitchen for a little while. She needed to sit and think. She needed to get off her feet and focus on something other than the cards.

      Maggie took a seat behind her desk in her office. She sat in the office chair and rested her elbows on the desk in front of her. Before she knew it, she had buried her head in her hands. She forced herself to focus on her breathing. Breathe in, breathe out. She could feel her body just start to relax when her cell phone rang. She jumped in the chair and put her arms down. Bradley was calling her.

      “Hello, son,” she said when she answered. She was determined not to allow her stress to be evident in her voice.

      “Mom, are you alright?” Bradley asked.

      “Of course,” Maggie said. “Why do you ask?”

      “Let’s just say I have a direct line to a stepfather who was very concerned about you,” Bradley said. “I spoke with Brett a little while ago and he told me about what’s going on with the cards.”

      “I’m fine,” Maggie said, exhaling slowly. “Just a little rattled. I wish I knew what was going on.”

      “Well, I don’t want to add to your stress, but I do have some news.”

      “Let me guess,” Maggie said. “You received another card today as well?”

      “I did get another card, yes,” Bradley said. “But that’s not the part I’m afraid will stress you out.”

      “What is it?” Maggie asked.

      “It’s Dad,” Bradley said.

      “What about him?” Maggie said.

      “He’s here,” Bradley said. “Well, he was here earlier and said he was going to come back again later.”

      “Today?” Maggie asked, not believing what her son was saying.

      “Yes, Phil Sharpe is here,” Bradley said. “He just showed up, Mom. I had no idea he was coming.”

      “What does he want?” Maggie asked.

      “He said he wanted to see me. He still hasn’t met Wyatt.”

      “Your father still hasn’t met your little boy?” Maggie asked. She was dumbstruck by the revelation. “I didn’t know that, Bradley.”

      “Well, that’s not exactly something we discuss openly,” he said. “Which, I must add, is something I do appreciate.”

      “I don’t think that’s anything we should discuss,” Maggie said. “Once your father and I divorced, your relationship with him was no longer my business.”

      “I feel the same way, but in reverse,” Bradley said. “I didn’t feel like it was my place to rant about my frustrations with Dad. Once Wyatt came along, I understood so much more about being a father. It’s also why I consider you and Brett his grandparents.”

      Maggie felt a surge of joy. She couldn’t contain her tears. “Anyway, whatever he’s up to, it’s none of my business,” she said, speaking of her former husband. “What about this card? Have you opened it?”

      “I talked to Brett, and he advised me against it,” Bradley said. “He said you had another one show up today, too.”

      “What did the card say?” Bradley asked.

      “This one was a little bit more threatening,” Maggie said.

      “Mom, just tell me what it said.”

      “Before I tell you, remember that the police are involved in this,” Maggie said.

      “Of course, I remember,” Bradley said. “You are married to the county sheriff, after all. But I have to admit that this is starting to scare me. What did the card say?”

      She told him what it said and waited for a reply that never came. “I’m okay, son. I promise. We’re going to figure this out.”

      “I just don’t understand,” Bradley said. “Who would want to do this to you?”

      “I only wish I knew,” Maggie said. “I’m starting to wonder if there’s more to this than just these mysterious cards.”

      “I’m beginning to wonder if someone is going to try to hurt you,” Bradley said.

      “Now you sound like Ruby.” Maggie chuckled.

      “I find it hard to laugh about this,” Bradley said wryly.

      “I know, but you have to understand that I’ll lose my mind if I don’t find some humor in this. There are just no answers anywhere.” She chose to leave out the information about the woman she’d spoken to until she knew more. There was no sense in causing Bradley even more stress.

      “I just hope they figure that out before…” he cut himself off.

      “Before what? Before someone decides to hurt me?”

      “I didn’t want to say it, Mom,” Bradley said. “But yeah. Before someone decides to make good on their threats.”
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      Maggie ended the phone call with Bradley and left her office. She wanted to get back to work. Staying busy seemed like a good plan. Too many things rumbled around in her brain, and she had to focus on something other than the cards and the reemergence of her former husband.

      “Did something else happen?” Ruby asked after Maggie left her office. “You look like your best friend just died.”

      “Well, since you’re my best friend, I hope that’s not true,” Maggie said lightly.

      “Seriously, what’s wrong?” Ruby asked again. “I can tell when things aren’t right with you.”

      “I’m upset,” Maggie said. “You know what’s been going on around here.”

      “Which is why I’m asking you if something else happened,” Ruby said.

      “I just spoke with Bradley, and there was another card delivered there.”

      “Oh, boy. What did that one say?” Ruby asked.

      Maggie shook her head. “I don’t think he opened it. Brett said not to. But that’s not even the problem. Phil is back.”

      Ruby cleared her throat. “Your ex is here?”

      “In Hunter Springs, yes,” Maggie said. She was suddenly very tired.

      “What does he want?”

      “I don’t know.” Maggie tied an apron around her waist and walked to the sink. She plunged her hands into the water and began washing the dishes.

      “Doesn’t this seem a little odd to you?” Ruby asked.

      “All of this is odd, quite frankly. But what are you referring to specifically?” Maggie scrubbed the inside of the large mixing bowl as she spoke.

      “The timing of everything,” Ruby said. “I’m talking about the cards and then the reappearance of your former husband.”

      “If you’re implying that Phil might have had something to do with these cards showing up everywhere, I don’t know what to think,” Maggie said. She paused scrubbing and turned around to face her best friend. “Actually, I can’t think right now at all. I don’t know why he’d do that, but I do agree that it seems like odd timing.”

      “What does?” Orson asked. He pushed his way into the kitchen and took a seat at his usual stool.

      “Orson, I swear you’re back in the kitchen more often than you ever were while you worked here,” Ruby joked.

      “Very funny,” he said. “Tell me about this odd timing.”

      “Maggie’s ex is in town,” Ruby said. She shrugged and looked at Maggie. “He was going to hear anyway.”

      “Wait a minute,” Orson said. He stood up from his stool. “That man just so happened to reappear in your life right now?”

      “Not in my life necessarily,” Maggie said. “But he did want to see Bradley.”

      “How does Bradley feel about that?” Orson asked with a scowl.

      “I try not to ask my son too many questions about his relationship with his father,” Maggie said. She hesitated, then spoke again. “But he did mention that his father had never met Wyatt.”

      “Does Brett know about this?” Orson demanded. “Because if he doesn’t know yet, he needs to know before you do another thing.”

      “I’ll make sure that Brett is aware,” Maggie said. “As a matter of fact, Bradley might have already told him. He told him about the card that arrived at the Hunter Springs shop already, so it makes sense he’d have told him that, too.”

      “You need to make sure you follow up,” Orson said. He was still standing in front of his stool. “I mean it, Maggie. If you don’t, I will tell him myself.”

      “Why are you being so aggressive with me right now?” Maggie asked. She had an edge in her voice. Maybe she was misdirecting her anger at Orson, but his interference bothered her.

      “I’m not being aggressive,” Orson said, clearly hurt. “I’m simply insisting that you make sure Brett knows what’s going on. That’s my job around here.”

      “What is your job exactly?” Ruby asked calmly.

      “Taking care of you ladies when the men aren’t around to do it for me,” Orson said, throwing his hands up in the air. He practically stomped out of the kitchen and through the swinging door into the dining room.

      Ruby covered her mouth with her hand and blinked her eyes rapidly. She glanced at Maggie, then looked away. A giggle escaped her mouth. “I’m sorry, I just can’t help it,” she said. “I just love Orson to pieces.”

      Maggie’s face softened. She dropped her shoulders and gripped the edge of the sink. “I do too, but he does come on a little strong sometimes.”

      “You’re right,” Ruby agreed. “But that’s one of the reasons why we love him so much.”

      The back door opened, and Brooks appeared. He was dressed in his police uniform. “Myra is up front,” Maggie told him.

      “I’m not here to see her,” Brooks said. There was a grim look on his face that left her feeling very uncomfortable. “I came to talk to you.”

      “What’s going on?” Maggie said.

      “I need to know if this is the woman you saw in the dining room.” Brooks held up his cell phone with a photo of a woman on the screen.

      “That looks like her, yes,” Maggie said. “Maybe you should ask Orson too. I’m not feeling very good about my thoughts right now.”

      “I plan to ask him, but I need to talk to you first.”

      “I’m listening,” Maggie said. “I have a feeling you’re about to tell me something else I don’t want to hear.”

      “You’re aware there was another card delivered to the Hunter Springs shop, right?”

      Maggie nodded. “I just spoke with Bradley. He told me he contacted Brett about the card.”

      “I want you to listen to me very carefully,” Brooks said. “The woman you met earlier today, have you ever seen her before? Think really, really hard about this.”

      Maggie stared at him for a moment. “No, I don’t remember ever seeing her before,” she said. “Why? Should I know who she is?”

      “That is a delicate question,” Brooks said. “Did she say anything to you before she left that seemed out of the ordinary?”

      “Aside from being bothered by my questions, she didn’t seem weird or anything, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Did she initiate the conversation with you, or did you ask her a question first?” Brooks looked at Maggie carefully.

      “What’s going on here?” Ruby interjected. “It almost feels like you’re investigating Maggie right now.”

      “I’m just trying to get a few answers.” Brooks was clearly irritated with the entire conversation.

      “Think, Maggie. This is very important. Did you start the conversation with her or was it vice versa?”

      “No, she initiated the conversation with me,” Maggie said. “She even apologized for eavesdropping.”

      “Will Orson back you up on that?”

      “I assume he heard the entire conversation, so I’ll say yes.”

      Brooks sighed. “The woman you spoke with this morning is named Astrid Sharpe,” Brooks said. “She was your former husband’s current wife.”

      “Phil’s wife? Why would she be in my donut shop?” Maggie asked. Her head began to spin. “And why didn’t she tell me who she was?”

      “Hold on a minute,” Ruby said, turning to Brooks. “Did I just hear what I think I heard? You said Astrid was Phil’s wife. Did something happen to her?”

      Maggie felt the blood drain from her face. So much was happening so fast around her. She reached out and gripped the edge of the sink again to steady herself. “Brooks, tell me right now, what is going on,” she whispered. “I don’t think I can take any more of this.”

      “The woman you saw is believed to have been Astrid Sharpe,” Brooks said plainly. “She was found two blocks north of the church in an alleyway. We’re not sure what happened, but when she was found, she was pronounced dead.”
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      A short time later, Maggie left the donut shop in Ruby’s hands and headed home. At first, Orson was resistant to let her go, but once Brett promised to meet her there, and Maggie agreed to wait in her car until he arrived, Orson deemed it safe.

      She held true to her word, except for running inside the house to use the restroom. After sitting in her car for several minutes, the urge overwhelmed her. She was tempted to drive back to the donut shop, which was just a block or so away from her home but decided that it would be silly not to simply walk through her own back door and use her own bathroom.

      She texted Brett that she was going to run inside just long enough to use the facilities, along with the explanation of her promise to Orson. Brett responded that he was sure it would be fine, and that he was about five minutes away. Maggie carefully unlocked the door and waited in case anyone decided to surprise her in the kitchen. She ran down the hall to her bathroom and headed back outside less than two minutes later.

      When she returned to her car, her heart sank. Another envelope had been tucked under her windshield wiper. The envelope was on the driver’s side, dismissing any thought that she might have missed it before. She took a photo of the envelope and sent it to Brett. He called her seconds later.

      The first words out of his mouth were, “When you went inside?”

      “Yes,” Maggie cried. “When is this going to end?”

      “Did you open it?”

      “No, of course not,” she said. “I don’t plan to open anymore, either.”

      “Let’s hope this is the last one,” Brett said.

      “Somehow I doubt I’m going to get that lucky,” Maggie said. “What does this person want from me?”

      “I wish I could tell you,” Brett said.

      “I take it there was no news on the other cards?” Maggie felt defeated before he even answered.

      “I’m sorry, honey,” Brett said. “But there was nothing they could pull from either card. We’re still working on the one Brooks took.”

      “What are the chances you’ll find anything from that one?” Maggie asked.

      “Hopefully we can get a fingerprint.”

      “What does any of this have to do with Astrid Sharpe’s death?” Maggie asked. “I don’t really want to know the answer to that, but it seems like a question that needs to be asked.”

      “We don’t know that these cards have anything to do with her death.”

      “Then this must be an insane coincidence,” Maggie said. “It was bad enough hearing Phil was back in Bradley’s life. Now this.”

      “Does it bother you that Bradley’s father is trying to reconnect with him?” Brett asked. “Because if you ask me, he’s not back. He never lived here. He might be back in your son’s life, but that’s about it.”

      “I can’t tell you if it bothers me that he’s trying to reconnect with Bradley,” Maggie admitted, now knowing that Brett definitely already knew Phil was back. “Because all I can think about is the timing of his reappearance. I start receiving threatening cards and then my ex shows up.”

      “And then his wife is murdered,” Brett said.

      “I didn’t know that part. Although, I suppose it’s odd for a woman to just keel over in an alley.”

      “Astrid Sharpe is older than we are, but she was in decent health, as far as I can tell,” Brett said. “She was definitely murdered.”

      “Are you sure? It doesn’t seem like the coroner would have had enough time to make that determination,” Maggie said.

      “There’s clear evidence she was strangled,” Brett said. “I’m afraid there’s no question about how she died.”

      Maggie hung up the phone when she saw Brett’s truck pull down the road toward their home. She tossed her phone on top of her car and rushed into Brett’s arms. He said nothing while she buried her head in his shoulder.

      “You’re shivering,” he said after a moment.

      “I know,” Maggie said. Her voice was muffled by his shirt. “I think it’s just anxiety.” She pushed away from him at last.

      “Anxiety would be a good guess,” Brett said. “I want to see the card.”

      Maggie led him to the front of her car. Just like Brooks had done, she watched as Brett donned a pair of sterile gloves and carefully removed the card from the windshield wiper. He turned it over in his hand and nodded toward the truck. Maggie read his mind and opened the back door of the cab and pulled out his evidence kit.

      Brett removed a piece of adhesive tape from the kit and pressed it on the middle of the back of the envelope. “We finally have a pretty good print on this one. I’ll have a deputy come by and take care of it.”

      “If you have to go yourself, I’ll be fine here,” Maggie said. “I’d rather take my chances than be a prisoner in my own home.”

      “There’s a deputy right here in town,” Brett said. “It won’t take her but a minute to swing by.”

      “Do you think they’re going to get anything off of the fingerprint this time?” Maggie asked, changing the subject.

      “I think there’s a good chance,” Brett said. “I hope my theory is wrong about who that fingerprint belongs to.”

      “You think it belongs to Phil, don’t you?”

      “I think that makes the most sense,” Brett said. “Why don’t we just worry about getting this sent along to the lab and we’ll take the next step when it comes.”

      They didn’t bother to go inside the house while they waited for the deputy to arrive. Maggie heard the ping of a message on her cell phone. She returned to her car and picked the phone up. “It’s Bradley,” she said.

      “Everything okay?” Brett asked.

      Maggie didn’t respond. The deputy’s car arrived and parked behind Brett’s pickup. She texted her son while Brett placed the envelope in the deputy’s custody. A second later, the deputy backed out of the driveway and left.

      “He’s texting about his dad. The shop is closed for the day but…”

      “Are they together right now?” Brett’s interrupted.

      “That’s what Bradley said, at least,” Maggie said. She turned the screen of her phone around for him to read the message.

      “Tell him to stall his father as long as he can,” Brett said.

      “Where are you going?”

      “We’re going to Hunter Springs,” Brett said. “I would like to have a little chat with this guy.”
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      At Brett’s suggestion, Maggie drove her car behind his pickup truck all the way to Hunter Springs. On one hand, she was grateful to be alone with her thoughts, anticipating seeing her ex-husband again after so many years. She couldn’t recall the last time she spoke with him. In fact, Maggie hadn’t thought much about her ex at all. So much of her life had changed in the time that had passed since their divorce. The man driving his pickup truck ahead of her car spoke volumes to the quality of life she now enjoyed.

      Even so, Maggie dealt with plenty of anxiety over the half hour they drove to her son’s donut shop location. Much of the anxiety she felt had a lot to do with the mysterious and threatening cards she had received, but the thought of seeing Phil again played tricks on her mind. So many bad memories were wrapped up in her marriage and subsequent divorce from the man.

      Phil was not a subject she spoke of often with her son, either. She couldn’t recall the last time her son brought up his father’s name. Their lives had been happy over the past several years, mother and son. Little Wyatt added a great deal to her happiness. She was beyond proud of Bradley’s performance as a single dad. Although she kept her thoughts to herself, she often thought about how far he had surpassed herself and his father as a parent.

      Maggie parked next to Brett’s pickup truck once they reached the old filling station that served as the donut shop. She wondered as she exited her car whether or not Bradley had noticed any change in customer comments after implementing the new European flour. It was strange to her that she thought of such a thing at that very moment. Looking inside, she spotted something she had not expected to see. Her grandson Wyatt was there visiting with his babysitter, Kim.

      Through the large glass front window, Maggie spotted Phil. He stood about fifteen feet away from Bradley, Wyatt, and the babysitter. His arms were folded across his chest, and he wore a scowl on his face. He was heavier than she remembered. His face sagged a little more and his once thick hair had thinned substantially. His hair had changed from sandy brown to gray.

      Brett met her at the front door and blessed her with a reassuring smile. “It’s going to be okay, darling,” he told her as he opened the door. Maggie walked inside the donut shop, immediately locking eyes with her son. She did not spend a single moment looking over in Phil’s direction.

      What she had expected to happen was a brief conversation with her son before Brett took over and she’d step out of the way to entertain her grandson and chat with his babysitter. Instead, the little boy slipped off his seat and shouted for the entire donut shop to hear. “Papa! Papa, you’re here,” Wyatt said and ran straight for Brett.

      This time, Maggie couldn’t help but look in Phil’s direction. His face hardened. She had heard the phrase “if looks could kill” her entire life, but until that moment, she had never seen it in practice. Phil then sent her a death stare from where he stood. He was clearly unhappy.

      “Hey there, little buddy,” Brett whispered when he scooped the child up off the floor. Wyatt hugged his neck tightly. After a moment, Brett was able to wrestle free of the little boy’s grip. He sent him back to the babysitter with a smile.

      Maggie was surprised that her son had not made any move to change the situation. She wondered if that had anything to do with her former husband’s glare. Bradley met his stepfather halfway across the floor. They exchanged a few words and Brett followed Bradley across the room. Maggie stayed far enough away to be excluded from the conversation, but she heard it, nonetheless.

      “Dad, this is Brett Mission, Dogwood Mountain County Sheriff,” Bradley said. His words were flat without much emotion. “He would like to have a word with you.”

      “That’s funny,” Phil said. “I don’t have a word to say to him.”

      “I’m afraid I need to speak with you in an official capacity, Mr. Sharpe,” Brett said. Maggie was surprised to hear her husband speak just then. She wasn’t sure what she had expected, but his tone was distant and absent. Maybe she had expected passion and frustration in his voice, but he was cold and professional.

      “Can we step into the kitchen and have a word?”

      “Again, I don’t have anything to say to this guy,” Phil said, refusing to look at Brett.

      “And again, Mr. Sharpe, I’m afraid I need to speak with you officially,” Brett said.

      “I don’t have time to talk to you,” Phil told him.

      “You’re going to have to make time,” Brett said, clearing his throat. “If not, we can take a trip down to the sheriff’s department and I can handle this in an interrogation room. Is that what you’d prefer?”

      “You’re going to throw your weight around here as sheriff, aren’t you?” Phil said. His face went from scowling to smug. “I’ve got bad news for you, buddy. I do know the law.”

      “Then you’ll know that this is standard procedure,” Brett said, still professional in his tone. “It’s your choice. Either walk with me into the kitchen or accompany me to my office.” He stood and waited patiently for Phil’s response.

      Maggie felt the anxiety well up in her throat. She alternated from a dry throat to a hard lump while she waited to see what her ex would do. At last, he threw his hands up in the air and shook his head. “Okay, fine,” he said. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Brett simply nodded and led the way into the kitchen. Bradley walked to where she was seated. He placed a hand on her shoulder but nodded at Kim. “Why don’t you take Wyatt back home for now?” he suggested. “I’m not sure he needs to see what’s coming.”

      “What do you mean?” Maggie asked.

      “I think he means his dad may get out of hand,” Kim said. She stood up and scooped Wyatt out of his chair. After a quick goodbye, she carried the little boy outside to her car.

      “Is that what you meant? You think things might get out of hand,” Maggie asked.

      “I don’t think things will get out of hand,” Bradley said. “I think Dad will get out of hand.”

      “You might be right.” Maggie frowned. “I just want this to be over.”

      “Come back there with me,” Bradley said.

      “You want to go back there while Brett talks to your dad?”

      “He’s going to ask him about the cards,” Bradley said. “I think you should be present for that.”

      “That isn’t all he’s speaking to him about,” Maggie said. “I suppose you haven’t heard, but your stepmother, Astrid, appeared at the shop a short time ago. She walked away and wound up dead a few blocks behind the church across the street.”

      Bradley said nothing to her for a moment. He was stone faced. “I didn’t know he was married,” he said. “Did you know who she was?”

      Maggie shook her head. “She never said who she was.”

      “But you spoke to her?”

      “Another card was left at the donut shop,” Maggie explained. “Astrid spoke up when I was asking an older couple if they had seen who might have dropped it off.”

      “Oh, wow,” Bradley said. “I wonder if Dad knows she’s dead?”

      “I think that’s what Brett is telling him right now,” Maggie said. “That’s one reason why I’m hesitant to go back there.”

      “I think we should go anyway,” Bradley said. He turned and headed back toward the kitchen door. Maggie sighed heavily and followed him.

      “Did you know your wife was here?” Brett was asking Phil when they pushed through the door.

      Phil shook his head. He was clearly irritated. “I haven’t seen Astrid in more than six months,” he said.

      “You’ve had no communication with her in six months?” Brett was clearly confused by his answer.

      “I’ve already told you this once,” Phil said. “I have had zero contact with my soon-to-be ex-wife in over six months. No contact at all. I had no idea she was here.”

      “Which means you have no idea why she just happened to show up in the donut shop this morning,” Brett said.

      “Now, I have to start wondering if you’re hard of hearing or not,” Phil said. “Because I think from what I just told you, anyone with common sense would understand that I would not have known that, based solely on the fact that I had no idea she was even here.”

      “There’s no need to get snippy,” Bradley said. “Brett is just asking you the questions he has to ask.”

      “Sorry, but I really don’t want to hear from you at this moment,” Phil said.

      “Phil,” Maggie spoke out.

      “Now you’re going to speak to me?” Phil huffed. “It’s clear you’ve been doing your best to turn not only our son but also my grandson, against me.”

      “Knock it off,” Bradley said. “Until recently, Mom didn’t know you had never even met my son.”

      “I’m sure she had nothing to do with that either,” Phil sneered.

      “Can we please get back to the subject at hand?” Brett said. His voice was laced with irritation for the first time. “Your wife, estranged or not, was found dead just a few hours ago. You happen to be in the area at the same time. I think you can use common sense yourself and deduce why I’m asking you these questions.”

      “Sure, I can deduce why you are asking me these questions,” Phil said. His snarky emphasis on different words made Maggie cringe. “You are determined to replace me in my family and accusing me of murdering my wife sounds like a good way to do it.”

      “I never told you she had been murdered,” Brett said.

      In an instant, the bravado disappeared from Phil’s face. He cleared his throat and headed for the back door. “I don’t have another word to say to you,” he declared before he stepped outside. “I am calling my lawyer right now.”
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      Maggie left Hunter Springs and headed back home. Bradley promised to call her once he was finished cleaning up the shop. Before he left, Brett promised to call her as soon as anything changed. He waited for the same young deputy who had come by to pick up the latest card to arrive in her cruiser. For appearances sake, Brett did not want to be the one to detain Phil for questioning in his current wife’s death.

      Maggie had been driving for about five minutes when her cell phone rang. She hit the bluetooth button on her steering wheel and answered. “Hi, Ruby,” she said.

      “Bradley called me a few minutes ago,” Ruby said, explaining her knowledge of the current situation. “I wanted to check in on you. How are you doing?”

      “As well as can be expected, I suppose.”

      “I can only imagine how weird it was to see him. What happened with Wyatt?”

      “He saw Brett and took off running for him,” Maggie said. “He called him Papa right in front of Phil.”

      “I’m sure that went over like a lead balloon,” Ruby said with a slight chuckle.

      “Did Bradley tell you about that?”

      “He just said there was an incident involving Wyatt,” Ruby said. “He didn’t have a lot of time to talk.”

      “How did he sound when he told you?” Maggie asked.

      “Irritated at his father,” Ruby said bluntly. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about where Bradley’s loyalties lie.”

      “It’s not really about his loyalties,” Maggie said. “I’m sure all of this is upsetting for him.”

      “It’s upsetting for everyone,” Ruby said. “Bradley is a resilient adult. He’s going to be okay.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Maggie said.

      “By the way, what do you want for dinner?” Ruby asked.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Because I’m headed to your house now,” she said. “And I have a few possibilities with me.”

      “Why are you coming to my house?” Maggie asked, already sure she knew the answer.

      “For one thing, Brett doesn’t want you to be alone right now. For another, I want to be there in case one of those mysterious cards happens to show up again.”

      “Did Brett put you up to this?”

      “Only the part about not leaving you alone,” Ruby said.

      “Did he mention the possibility of another card arriving?” Maggie asked.

      “No, he didn’t,” Ruby said. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because I’m wondering if he thinks the cards are going to stop now,” Maggie said. “Maybe he thinks Astrid was doing it herself.”

      “Or Phil,” Ruby suggested.

      “I thought of that, too,” Maggie admitted. “But something tells me it’s not over just yet.”

      “I don’t disagree,” Ruby said. “Anyway, I’ll be there shortly.”

      Maggie stepped out of her car just as Ruby’s truck pulled into the driveway behind her. She unlocked the back door and returned to the truck to help Ruby carry in the food she had brought for dinner. “What is all this?” In addition to the large casserole dish in her own arms, Ruby had a basket on one arm and a large pot in her hands.

      “I’ve had a craving for spinach manicotti, homemade bread, and a salad.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t tell you I wanted chili for dinner,” Maggie joked.

      “I would have told you to go to the store and find a can of it yourself,” Ruby chuckled. “I left the salad in the truck.”

      “I’ll go after it,” Maggie volunteered. She placed the casserole dish gingerly on the table and headed back out the door. The salad bowl was nestled on the back floorboard. Maggie reached for it, and then stood up straight to close the door behind her. When she turned to head back to the house, she nearly ran into a strange woman standing in the driveway in front of her.

      “Whoa,” Maggie said. “Who are you?”

      “Are you Maggie?” the woman asked.

      “I think I asked you a question first.” Maggie set the salad bowl on the back of the truck and folded her arms.

      “Look, I just want to know if you’re Maggie,” the woman said. “I’m friends with Phil.”

      “My ex-husband Phil?”

      “Yes, Phil Sharpe,” the woman said. She was tall, so tall she towered over Maggie. Her eyes narrowed as she spoke.

      Maggie felt a chill trace down her spine. “What can I do for you?” she said.

      “First of all, I wanted to let you know that Phil would never do anything to hurt anyone,” the woman said.

      “Okay, what does that have to do with me?” Maggie said.

      “Your boyfriend or whatever just arrested him for the murder of his ex-wife,” the woman said.

      “Who are you?” Maggie asked, raising her voice in hopes that Ruby would hear her from inside the kitchen.

      “My name is Kelsey Conrad, and like I said, I’m a friend of Phil’s.”

      “Okay, Kelsey. Why are you at my house?”

      “I want you to tell your boyfriend to let Phil go,” Kelsey said.

      “First of all, he’s not my boyfriend,” Maggie said. “My husband is the sheriff.”

      “Everything alright out here?” Ruby said, emerging from the back door.

      “I’m not sure yet,” Maggie said. “This woman claims to be a friend of Phil’s, and she’s asking me to tell Brett to let him go.”

      “Who are you?” Kelsey asked, glaring at Ruby.

      “Ruby Cobb. Best friend. Business partner. What do you want from us?”

      “Like I said, I want you to tell that sheriff to let Phil go.”

      “She said her name is Kelsey Conrad,” Maggie told Ruby.

      “Kelsey, I think it’s time for you to leave,” Ruby declared.

      “Call your man and have him let Phil go now,” Kelsey said.

      “What makes you think she even has that kind of power?” Ruby asked. “Even if she wanted to call Brett and tell him to release Phil, that’s not something she has control over.”

      “So, you’re not going to help Phil?” Kelsey took one step closer to Maggie and peered down at her.

      “Okay, you better back up now,” Ruby said. She walked from the house to her pickup truck. “I think you’ve worn out your welcome here.”

      “Look, I’m sorry,” Kelsey said, stepping back. “I think we got off on the wrong foot. I am very worried about Phil.”

      “And the solution was to come here and try to intimidate me into influencing my husband and his investigation?” Maggie asked.

      “I work for Phil’s attorney, Mike Brown,” Kelsey said. “I just wanted to see if you could talk to your husband. That’s all.”

      “You work for Phil’s attorney? As what, a paralegal? Investigator?” Ruby asked.

      “All of the above, essentially,” Kelsey said. “I’m just beginning my investigation into Astrid’s death.”

      “I highly doubt Brett would do anything unless there was some compelling evidence against Phil,” Maggie said.

      “You’ve already decided he’s guilty, haven’t you?” Kelsey asked. She stood over Maggie again.

      “Back up, right now,” Ruby ordered.

      “Just call your husband,” Kelsey said. “Oh, by the way, I found this.” She handed an envelope over to Maggie. It was white with no writing on the front.

      “Where did you find that?” Ruby asked.

      “It was on the back of the truck.”

      “Did you see who left it?” Maggie asked.

      “No, but there was a guy jogging down the road when I came up,” Kelsey said.

      “What was he wearing? Did you get a good look at him?” Ruby asked.

      “No, I didn’t,” Kelsey said. “He was wearing a hoodie and it was pulled up over his head. I didn’t get a good look at his face.”

      Ruby pulled her phone out from her back pocket and began typing. She walked over to Maggie and showed her the screen.

      “What is that all about?” Kelsey said, trying to peer over the front of the phone.

      “I was just informing our friend, the police chief, that another one of those cards had arrived.” Ruby turned the phone around so Kelsey could see it.

      Kelsey straightened up to her full height and stepped backward again. “I have to go now,” she said. “Call the sheriff. It’s better for everyone if you do.”
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      “Did you see where she went?” Brett asked an hour later. He’d arrived home from his office looking haggard and worn out.

      “She walked that way down the road,” Maggie said, pointing in the direction the woman went.

      “Why do you think she was here?” Ruby asked. She placed another piece of toasted garlic bread on Brett’s plate.

      “If she works for Phil’s attorney’s office, my guess is she was here to try to intimidate you,” Brett said, looking at Maggie. “Or intimidate me through you.”

      “If she is a paralegal, why would she think she could get away with that?” Maggie said.

      “You would be surprised what people think they can get away with,” Brett said. “Just because someone is in the legal field doesn’t mean they’re a good person.”

      “What do you think about the description she gave for the jogger?” Ruby asked.

      “Well, it’s consistent with what we saw on the cameras at the donut shops,” Brett said. “But I have no idea who it might be.”

      “Did you question Phil about the cards?” Maggie asked. “I know you may not be able to tell me that, but I really want to know.”

      “I did ask him, actually,” Brett said. “And since you’re the victim of whatever this is, I can tell you.”

      “What did he say?” Ruby asked, returning to her seat at the kitchen table.

      “He claimed to have no knowledge of them.”

      “Do you believe him?” Maggie asked.

      “I don’t know yet,” Brett said. “I’m more concerned about the murder of his wife.”

      “I know that’s far more important, Brett,” Maggie said, ducking her head.

      “That’s not what I meant, honey,” he said, reaching for her hand. “I only meant that my focus right now is also on Astrid Sharpe’s murder.”

      “It makes no sense that Phil would be leaving those cards,” Ruby said suddenly.

      “Why do you think that?” Maggie asked.

      “If he was intent on harassing you, don’t you think he would have showed up at the donut shop himself?”

      “Instead, his estranged wife showed up,” Brett said.

      “I still don’t understand why she came around,” Maggie said.

      “I can’t figure that one out, either,” Brett said. “There’s a lot about this case I can’t figure out just yet.”

      “But you’re sure Phil was the one that killed Astrid?” Maggie asked. She couldn’t put her thoughts into words just yet, but part of her felt like it was dying when she considered the fact that her son’s father might be a killer. It wasn’t about Phil, but about their son. And their grandson.

      “Based on circumstantial evidence right now, yes,” Brett said. “He checks the boxes, and we don’t have any other suspects.”

      “You don’t seem completely convinced of it yourself,” Ruby observed.

      “That’s because I’m not,” Brett said. “But as a law enforcement officer, I have to go where the evidence leads me, and right now, there’s enough to charge him. At the very least, he did have motive.”

      “Because they were in the middle of a divorce?” Ruby asked.

      “A very contentious divorce at times,” Brett said. “That was by Phil’s own admission.”

      “It still doesn’t explain what Astrid was doing here,” Maggie said. “Or why she came to the donut shop in the first place.”

      “Had you ever heard anything from her before?” Ruby asked.

      Maggie shook her head. “Honestly, I’m not really sure I even knew her name,” she said. “I haven’t spoken with Phil in years as it is.”

      “None of this makes any sense,” Ruby said, throwing her hands up in the air. “First, these weird cards start showing up. Then your ex-husband makes a reappearance, followed by his current wife.”

      “His current wife with whom he is estranged at the moment,” Brett said.

      “Not to mention the legal secretary who just appeared in my driveway,” Maggie said with a grin. “I’m sorry. It’s so laughable. I can’t help it.”

      Brett wrapped his arms around her. “That I can agree with,” he said. “This entire situation is so ridiculous, it’s sadly hilarious in one aspect. Aside from Astrid Sharpe’s death, of course.”

      “You better not let anyone else hear you say that,” Maggie said. She hugged Brett tightly. “But I think all three of us can agree with you.”

      “All three of us,” Ruby asked, looking around. “Who else are you talking about?”

      “Bradley,” Maggie said sadly. “He’s got to be reeling from the ridiculousness of all of this.”

      A little while later, Ruby bid the two of them good night. Just before she left, she made the case that Maggie stay home from work the following morning. Maggie had other plans, however. She argued with Ruby and Brett that spending the day at home alone would do nothing for her mental health. Remaining busy at the donut shop was her best strategy for getting through the situation they found themselves in.

      Maggie woke an hour earlier than normal the following morning. She showered quickly and dressed, eager to get out the door and start the workday. Brett stumbled sleepily into the bathroom as she applied the finishing touches to her hair.

      “Where are you going so early?” he asked.

      “To the donut shop,” Maggie said. “I think I’ll stay in my office for a little while and cancel the standing order we’ve had with one of our food distributors. I think it’s clear at this point that the European flour Ruby discovered is the only way to go from here on out.”

      “Maggie,” Brett said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be at the donut shop by yourself an hour before Ruby gets there.”

      Maggie released an audible sigh and folded her arms. “I’m not concerned about it,” she said. “Why are you?”

      “Because we still don’t know who is sending you those cards,” Brett said.

      Maggie dropped her arms to her side and nodded. “I know you’re right, but I just have to stay busy. Can you understand that?”

      “Of course, I can, sweetheart,” Brett said. “Just give me a second, and I’ll hang out with you for an hour.”

      “You’re coming to work with me?” Maggie asked.

      “Unless you have an objection to that,” Brett said with a grin. “Besides, it’s been a little while since you’ve made me one of your famous cinnamon lattes. I’m feeling a little neglected.”
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      When they arrived at the donut shop, Maggie’s first task of the morning was to brew enough espresso to make Brett his beloved cinnamon latte. She left him seated on a stool close to the prep table with a plate filled with day old goodies from the display case up front. She had been in her office for about thirty minutes when Ruby arrived.

      “Brett? What are you doing here this morning?” she asked as soon as she walked in the back door.

      “This is what happens when my wife can’t sleep and wants to report to work an hour early,” Brett said around a mouthful of cinnamon roll.

      “Where is she?” Ruby asked.

      “Back here,” Maggie called out. “I’m in the office.”

      “What are you doing?” Ruby asked. She set her personal items down on the floor and returned to the area just outside the office door for her apron.

      “Changing our normal food order,” Maggie looked up and said. “I think we have enough of a case study to know the European flour was a hit.”

      “Did you cancel our regular flour?” Ruby asked.

      “I just did,” Maggie said. “I think that was a brilliant idea.”

      “I do, too,” Ruby said. “At least that’s one good thing that’s come out of this week.”

      “You can say that again,” Maggie said. She stood up and pushed her chair under the desk.

      “I’m going to head to work now,” Brett called out. He was wiping his mouth with a paper towel when Maggie stepped out of the office.

      “Are you sure you got enough to eat?” Maggie teased.

      “Why, is there more?” Brett’s eyes widened with anticipation.

      “I think we can scrounge up a box of day-old donuts for you to take with you to the office,” Ruby offered. She paused outside of the cooler. “With the understanding that you are to share these goodies with the rest of your staff.”

      “Only if I have to,” Brett said. “You know, sometimes I think it’s a miracle I haven’t doubled in size since you moved back to Dogwood Mountain, Maggie.”

      Maggie laughed at his comment, but she felt a tinge of nostalgia at the mention of her return to her hometown. She’d left so much of her former life behind. Thankfully, her son had come to her when he left the Navy and built his life there in her universe.

      It wasn’t that she had a sudden change of heart toward her ex-husband, but she knew he was waking up inside a jail cell that morning. At one point in her life, she had loved the man. They raised a son together. To some, her life might be small, but to her, her life was the epitome of paradise. She loved every aspect of it and was grateful for everything she had.

      Brett kissed her on the forehead before he headed out the door to work. Soon, Ruby and Maggie fell into the rhythm of their normal morning routine. Maggie worked at the baker’s table while Ruby manned her station at the prep table, preparing the day’s boxed lunches. Before long, Josie, Myra, and Naomi joined them followed by Orson.

      “I think it’s time for you to sit down and take a break,” Ruby said after the mid-morning rush had ended. “In fact, I’m going to insist on it. You need to take a long break.”

      “Why don’t you go home?” Josie suggested. “I’m sure that you have a lot on your mind today.”

      Maggie shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere,” she said.

      “Except to the dining room and our usual booth to take an extra-long break,” Ruby said.

      “Fine, I’ll do that,” Maggie said. She did her best to mock one of Orson’s best sour faces. “But I will be coming back to work. Staying busy is a good thing for me right now.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Myra said. “Why don’t you take your laptop out there with you and find a new recipe to try or something.”

      “Why do I feel like I’m being pushed to the side in my own kitchen?” Maggie laughed. She had to admit, taking her laptop with her wasn’t a bad idea. She could spend a little time looking into Kelsey Conrad. So many questions remained in her mind about the sudden interruptions into her life that had taken place over the past few days. She wondered how everything was connected, or if it even was.

      Maggie was seated at her usual booth on the far side of the counter back by the bathrooms a short time later. Her laptop was open in front of her, and a steaming cup of coffee was to her left. On her right, Ruby had delivered a large cream cheese and cherry Danish.

      “You look set over there,” Orson said from the Old Timer’s table.

      “I guess you could say I am.” Maggie looked up at him and smiled.

      She turned her attention back to the laptop and closed her eyes for a moment, struggling to remember the name of the attorney Kelsey Conrad had mentioned the night before. “Mike Brown,” she said out loud.

      “What was that?” Orson asked.

      “Nothing,” Maggie said. She typed the name in her search engine and waited. Immediately, she found the Law Offices of Michael Brown located in a suburb of Kansas City. “Bingo.”

      “What?” Orson asked again.

      “Nothing,” Maggie said.

      “You really have to stop talking to yourself over there,” Orson muttered. Maggie was glad the dining room was virtually empty.

      Once the law firm’s website was on her screen, Maggie began scrolling through the biography pages of several staff members. She found a directory of attorneys, but support staff members like paralegals and legal secretaries were listed under the attorneys they worked with. She had to scroll through each attorney one by one to search for Kelsey Conrad’s profile.

      “I’m not finding anything,” Maggie said to herself. As soon as she spoke out loud, she shut her mouth quickly and looked over at Orson. Gratefully, he didn’t seem to be listening. She smiled and took a sip of her coffee before returning to her search.

      Before she could focus again on the laptop screen, something caught her eye outside. She spotted a tall figure jogging casually across the parking lot. The face was obscured by a dark gray sweatshirt. Maggie felt her heart race. The person turned suddenly and headed in the direction of the donut shop.

      “Orson, call Brooks and get him down here now!” she shouted. Before he could argue with her, Maggie sprang into action. She ran across the dining room and hit the front door with both arms. The man in the sweatshirt stopped and stared at her for a moment, then took off running for the road. He sprinted across to the church parking lot.

      “Hey, wait up!” Maggie shouted as she pursued him. “I just need to ask you a question.”

      The man ignored her and picked up speed. Maggie could feel her middle-aged legs burn as she pushed herself harder to catch up with him. They passed the church and ran across the next street. She was sure she was close to the spot where Astrid’s body had been discovered. She pushed herself as hard as she could, and then began to slow down. The man in front of her turned his head and looked back in her direction for a moment.

      They ran between a couple of houses and entered the alley behind them. Just as Maggie felt herself giving up, Brooks drove slowly down the road in his squad car. The unsuspecting jogger collided with the front of the car. He tripped and landed on the hood with his arms sprawled out in front of them.

      “Stop right there,” Brooks ordered, climbing out of the driver’s door.

      “Brooks, look,” Maggie said, pointing to the ground below the man. Three familiar white envelopes lay in the gravel at his feet.

      “Don’t touch those,” Brooks said. He skillfully pulled the man’s arms behind him and secured his hands in handcuffs.

      “Who are you?” Maggie demanded when Brooks turned the man around. He pulled the hood down, revealing a face she had never seen before. The man was thin with plain brown hair and unremarkable features.

      “Why are you arresting me?” the man asked. He wiggled around in the handcuffs. Brooks gripped his arms with his strong hands and forced him to stop. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “What do you call making threats and harassment?” Brooks asked. “Not to mention, possibly being an accessory to murder.”

      “Murder,” the man said. “What are you talking about, murder? I didn’t have anything to do with anything!”

      “What is your name?” Brooks demanded.

      “James Freeman, Jim,” the man said, hanging his head.

      “Let’s make this simple and efficient, shall we?” Brooks continued. He leaned over and picked up the envelopes off the ground and laid them across the hood of his car. “Why?”

      “Why, what?” Jim asked him.

      “Why have you been delivering these to Maggie and her son in Hunter Springs?” Brooks said. “Think carefully before you answer, because the way you answer that question may have a lot to do with how your future will look.”

      “What do you mean?” Jim asked. His complexion turned to a light green as he spoke.

      “I mean a whole lot of things have been going on around here, and we haven’t quite put together how they’re all related,” Brooks explained. “But one of those things has to do with the murder of a woman not far from here. If you are in any way wrapped up in that, now is the time to speak.”

      “I didn’t have anything to do with that,” Jim said.

      “What about the cards?” Maggie asked. “Did someone put you up to this?”

      “The woman,” Jim said. “Astrid, whatever her name was. The one who died.”

      “Astrid Sharpe put you up to delivering these cards?” Brooks asked. “Somehow that doesn’t make sense to me. Especially since one of the cards was delivered after she died.”

      “Look, man,” Jim said quickly. “I don’t know why she had me do it. All I know is that she had me do it and she paid me well enough that I didn’t ask questions.”

      “Where did you meet Astrid in the first place?” Maggie asked. “How did you even get involved with this?”

      “I met her at the motel where I work,” Jim said. “I swear that’s all. I was sweeping out the lobby when she approached me and asked me if I’d be interested in earning some extra money. She said all I had to do was drop off a few cards over the next week and not ask any questions. That’s all I know, honest. Please don’t charge me with murder. I didn’t kill nobody. I have an alibi.”

      “You have an alibi? You’re sure about that?” Brooks asked doubtfully.

      “I swear I do, sir,” Jim said. “I dropped off a card and then I went to work. I was there when that woman was found in the alley. I swear it. You can ask my boss.”

      “Trust me, we will,” Brooks said. He led the young man around the side of his car and opened the back door. “For now, you are still coming with me.”
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      Maggie returned to the donut shop, wanting to get a few things done in the kitchen, but was chased out by her staff. Before she returned to her duties, Ruby made Orson promise he would keep her out there at the booth for another half hour.

      As irritated as she was, Maggie found herself grateful once again. Her legs ached terribly, and she struggled to catch her breath from the run. If Brooks hadn’t arrived when he did, she would have lost Jim entirely. She decided to make use of her time and return to the law firm’s website. She had one more attorney to check out in search of any information on Kelsey Conrad.

      Maggie wiggled her mouse on the table. Her screen came back to life, and she clicked on the final attorney’s name, Mike Brown. She briefly read over his biography then scrolled to the bottom of the page. As the head of the firm, Mike had a larger staff than the rest of the attorneys. His page featured two paralegals and one legal secretary, but Kelsey Conrad was not one of them.

      She sat back in the booth and shook her head. Her cell phone rang on the table next to her now cold cup of coffee. She picked it up and answered without paying much attention to the number on the front of the screen.

      “Hello,” she said.

      “You have a call from an inmate at the Dogwood Mountain County Jail,” a robotic computer voice answer period “Will you accept the call?”

      “Yes,” Maggie said instantly. She had no idea why she chose to take the call, not knowing who was on the other end of the line.

      “Maggie?” Phil’s voice filled her ears.

      “Phil,” she said, confirming who it was. “What do you want?”

      “I want to talk to you,” Phil said. “I want to explain to you about Astrid.”

      “Your personal life is not my business,” Maggie said. “If you killed your wife, I don’t want to know anything about it.” She held the phone out, ready to end the call.

      “No, no,” Phil said desperately. “That’s not what I’m saying. I didn’t kill my wife.”

      “Tell it to the sheriff,” Maggie said.

      “I did, and I think he listened, but that’s not why I’m calling you.”

      “Then why are you calling me?” Maggie asked.

      “Because of Bradley,” Phil said. “I want to talk to you about Bradley.”

      “What about him?” Maggie asked.

      “I’m worried about what he thinks about all this,” Phil said. “I don’t want him to think I’m capable of murder.”

      “Then that’s what you should tell him,” Maggie said bluntly.

      “I was hoping you would tell him that, too.”

      “And why should I do anything for you?” Maggie asked. “You show up in our lives after years of no contact. At the same time, I start receiving these threatening, mysterious cards which it turns out your estranged wife was responsible for sending me. Why would I do anything for you?”

      “Astrid was the one sending you the cards?” Phil asked.

      “According to the young man Brooks Macklin just arrested not far from here, yes,” Maggie said.

      “Oh, my goodness,” he said. “Everything is so messed up.”

      “That seems to be a theme with you,” Maggie said coldly.

      “I swear I had no idea,” Phil said. “Just like I swear I didn’t kill Astrid.”

      “Maybe you can shed a little light on why she would be harassing me with unsigned cards, then?”

      “It was all a big misunderstanding,” Phil said. “She thought I was having an affair and assumed it was with you.”

      “That’s why she was harassing me with those cards?” Maggie asked, shocked. “She thought you and I were having an affair?”

      “That’s my best guess,” Phil said. “Like I said, I didn’t know she had followed me down here.”

      “Why did you come?” Maggie asked.

      “Because I realized how much I screwed up with our son,” Phil said. “I guess I just wanted to try to put things back together with him. Maybe Astrid found out and thought it had something to do with you, too.”

      “Why would she think that? Unless you were having an affair with someone else.” Phil was silent for a moment. “You were having an affair, weren’t you?”

      “For a little while, yes,” Phil said. “But I broke it off when things got weird.”

      “Weird? What did you expect them to be?”

      “I met her through my divorce attorney,” Phil said. “We flirted, then dated a little bit. She started getting clingy, needy even. That’s when I decided I had enough on my hands with the divorce. So, I ended things, but she started calling me at all hours of the evening. She called Astrid and hung up on her. It got so bad that Mike, my lawyer, had to fire her.”

      “You were having an affair with Kelsey Conrad?” Maggie felt her heart racing in her chest.

      “How do you know her name?” Phil asked.

      “Because she showed up at my house last night,” Maggie said. “I have to let you go.”

      “Why?” Phil asked. “Tell me more about what Kelsey said to you! Why was she even here?”

      “You didn’t know Kelsey was in the Ozarks?”

      “Last I knew, she was living in Overland Park, Kansas,” Phil said. “I hadn’t heard from her in a month or so. I thought everything was over.”

      “We’ll talk later,” Maggie said. “Right now, I have to go. I need to call Brett.”

      “Why?” Phil asked. “Please don’t shut me out. Why do you have to talk to the sheriff?”

      “Because I think I just figured out who killed your wife,” Maggie said and hung up the phone.
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      “He was arrested and released,” Brooks announced around the bonfire at Ruby’s house that night.

      “Who?” Orson asked.

      “Jim Freeman,” Maggie said.

      “Who is that?” Orson stirred a chip around in the bowl of cheese dip on the arm of his Adirondack chair.

      “Jim Freeman was the tall man delivering the greeting cards,” Brett said.

      “Why was he released if he was the one responsible for the cards?” Myra asked.

      “He might have been the one who delivered the cards, but that’s it,” Brett explained.

      “Then you’re saying this Jim guy was hired by someone to deliver the cards?” Orson asked.

      “That’s exactly what we’re saying,” Brooks said. “Jim Freeman was hired by Astrid Sharpe to deliver the cards to Maggie and to Bradley.”

      “Who killed her?” Myra asked.

      “Kelsey Conrad,” Brett said definitively.

      “The legal secretary or whatever she is?” Naomi leaned forward in her chair, listening closely.

      “Actually, that’s what tipped us off,” Brett said. He cast a glance at his wife. “Okay, that’s what tipped Maggie off.”

      “How did you know it was Kelsey and not Phil?” Myra asked, looking eagerly at Maggie.

      “Maggie basically did a background check on Kelsey Conrad,” Brooks answered for her. “Turns out, she hadn’t worked for Phil’s attorney in some time.”

      “Yup. She worked for Mike, Phil’s attorney, in the past but she also ended up having a romantic relationship with Phil during that time.”

      “What?!” Myra gasped. “You’re kidding.”

      Maggie nodded. “I guess they ended the fling and Kelsey didn’t handle the rejection well. She didn’t want him with anyone who wasn’t her.”

      “What a mess.” Naomi shook her head.

      “It really is,” Maggie agreed. “Phil came here to reconcile with Bradley, Astrid followed him because she thought he was having an affair with me, of all people, and Kelsey followed them all here to try to get revenge.”

      “So, this Kelsey lady killed Astrid for sure?” Orson asked.

      “Yes. After Kelsey was arrested, she confessed right away to killing Astrid,” Brett said.

      “Not only did she confess,” Brooks said. “But she provided the bungee cord she used to kill her with.”

      “Which is why Phil was released this morning,” Brett finished.

      “Where is Phil now?” Orson asked.

      “I assume he’s with Bradley,” Maggie said. “He wants to try to repair their relationship.”

      “Too little too late,” Orson grumbled. “If you ask me, anyway.”

      “I can’t interfere with that,” Maggie said. “My son’s relationship with his father is none of my business.”

      “Fine, but it’s a good thing Phil’s not the only dad around.” Orson crossed his arms. “As it turns out, Brett and I do a fine job at being there for Bradley.”

      “You do a fine job at being there for all of us, Orson.” Maggie winked at Brett to let him know she wasn’t trying to leave him out. “In fact, we’d like for you to help us make more decisions around the donut shop.”

      “Is that so?” Orson asked, looking around at the group.

      “It’s true.” Ruby nodded. “Good flour isn’t the only thing we’ve been missing at the shop. It turns out we can’t do any of this without you.”

      Orson furrowed his brows. “You know, it’s about time you all realized that.”
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      I’d love to hear your thoughts on my books, the storylines, and anything else that you’d like to comment on—reader feedback is very important to me. My contact information, along with some other helpful links, is listed on the next page. If you’d like to be on my list of “folks to contact” with updates, release and sales notifications, etc.… just shoot me an email and let me know. Thanks for reading!

      Also…

      … if you’re looking for more great reads, Summer Prescott Books publishes several popular series by outstanding Cozy Mystery authors.
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      Blog and Book Catalog: http://summerprescottbooks.com

      Email: summer.prescott.cozies@gmail.com

      

      And…be sure to check out the Summer Prescott Cozy Mysteries fan page and Summer Prescott Books Publishing Page on Facebook – let’s be friends!

      

      To sign up for our fun and exciting newsletter, which will give you opportunities to win prizes and swag, enter contests, and be the first to know about New Releases, click here:  http://summerprescottbooks.com
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